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The  Age  of  Legends 
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WE  should  be  startled  if  we  were  quietly 
reading  a  prosaic  modem  novel,  and 
somewhere  in  the  middle  it  turned 
without  warning  into  a  fairy  tale.  We 
should  be  surprised  if  one  of  the  spinsters  in 
Craftford,  after  tidily  sweeping  the  room  with 
a  broom,  were  to  fly  away  on  a  broomstick. 
Our  attention  would  be  arrested  if  one  of  Jane 
Austen's  young  ladies  who  had  just  met  a 
dniAoon  were  to  walk  a  little  fiurther  and  meet 
a  ^agon.  Yet  something  very  like  this 
extraordinary  transition  takes  place  in  British 
•history  at  the  end  of  the  purely  Roman  period. 
We  go  on  reading  rational  and  almost  median- 
ioalaocounts  of  encampments  and  enmneering 
of  a  busy  buveauonw^  and  occasionaThontier 
wars,  <quite  modem  in  thek  efficiency  and 
inefficiency;  and  then  all  of  a  sudden  we  are 
reading  of  wandering  belles  and  wiiard'lances, 
•of  wars.against  men  as  tall  as  trees  or  as  short 
as  toadstools.  The  soldier  of  civilisation  is 
no   longer   fighting   with   Goths   but   witii 

SbUns;  the  land  becomes  a  labyrinth  of 
Srae  towns  unknown  to-history ;  and  scholars 
can  suggest  but  cannot  eaqplain  how  a  Roman 
.ruler  or  «  Welsh  chieftain  towers  up  in  the 
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tT?!5?  "fi^*  *^»'  «»<*  unbcgottcn  Arthur 
founded  by  Brutua.    The  contauTUtw^ 

ce^^^  %■"  '•'*  ^"^^  « the  fourth 
centniy     This  did  not  mean  Uuit  th>  »«)».- 

S^*^r  «^ '^  "5?^.  ^P***  *>«*1»  to  admix- 
^^JLiZ  cJi^^  ChristSuuty  had  iw 
^^?Sr^  ?^"?L  ***  B"t«n»  not  indeed  other- 
mse^  by  the  routes  established^  Rome 
but  certainly  long  before  the  officii  ^n 
mission  of  Gregory  the  Great.    Uhid^p" 


The  Afe  qf  U^tndt 


Uinljr  been  larfiely  swamped  by  later  heathoi. 
inv.«on.  of  the  undefenSed  Z^Um^ 
im-^F  ""^'y  •*.  "J^  «"•'  th'  hold  hZ 
weaker  tban  elaewbere,  and  that  th»  <l. 
•cnp^on  Of  the  general  dvilisation  n  Oie  1^^ 
cUptep  18  proportionately  irrelevant  ThS 
SM*  "^S^«,«Wef  (ruth  of  5?e  maTte": 
be  «n3!^*^*  fundamental  fact  which  miSt 

«fL  *^^"i  "***"  ""«*  vcfy  newly  turn  hii 
mind  upside  down  to  understand  it.    Alm^t 

♦T'^kS^*™  ?^  ^^ '«  ^  head  an  i^. 
tion  between  freedom  and  the  futW^he 
whole  culture  of  our  time  has  beenftSoflhe 
notion  of  "A  Good  Time  Coming."    Now  the 

w2^  u    ,  ^   ?*^   Time   Going."    Thev 
iSn  k     ^  "^^^  prejudices.       In  our  time 

^f^^.^'^^   '""^*    ^   J»ealed    by 
TwH:  ^"*  ^^y.  ^^'^  «t"»t«J  otherwise 
?^^**P^~''"*.  **  ""^y  be  said  that^^ 

make  a  man  progressive  now  made  a  man  a 
conservative  then.    T*ie  more  he  ^ild  k^p 

f   "lif  '/^  '**^'    *^»e   'nore    he  gave  wlv 
to  the  future  the  more  he  must  f ndSre  oi^ 

was  one  with  aU  we  call  reaction.    And  tiiis 
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Sr^lS  Scot's  rUTLT^  js 

*^  D»eK  m  tfcat  period  lie  wouM  h*  •^ 
12-iJ^  «rt«»e  P.Sr;j  er^taJeSfcT 
For  the  Pbpe  wm  wlwt  wm  left  of  ^fT! 

^l^3:E«pi»  ,k.t  wis  °4Vs 

'^  f»e  field.  betodWLrftalSSd^ 

stei^  »'2^  i. '"'~'-  ??d"thrw 

c«tMe  tbete  has  always  been  aaaoeialcd  «{M. 

was  toe  Idea  of  enchaotmeiit.  There  n.  . 
fKmi  themselves.  <rf  beasts  behavins  Uke^ 

SSIkJ???*'**'*^-  BatitispreaW 
m.if  SJu""*""  V«*  P'«ce«Jed  the  age  rf 
tamed  the  stoned  house  of  our  imaoiiutim. 

KmgM  amid  the  savage  enchantment-  the 
l^entures  of  a  man  still  sane  in  a  ^u'gZ 


Tkt  A§e  qf  Ugendt 


<M 


amen^  the  people,  and  foroedthemaelvef  W 
thefamtest  m^iionr  and  the  shcSSrSJcSS^ 
SSS^'^PISS^"  they  had  mart^^ 

SS?%JJ*''^u^*y  that  had*^come  from 
ioued  the  heathen;  the  heathen  who  killed  him 

^   tf^S^"^  "^tr  ^'*  been  rtC  to 

t^escent.  And  though  Alfred  the  Gnat 
seems  to  have  deserved  hU  title  even  m  . 
K-OtV  -•-"'"o  8~t  "  the  ^0,2 

mo^reJlh^'S^^d'-To^'th^t^r.^ 
of  legends.    To,v.rds  these  legend  mort,^ 
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adopt  by  instinct  a  sane  attitude-  and  nf  ♦!,« 

attempt  to  teU  the  earlier  hiatoJ^  ^W^ 

^x.oi  ?*«.'?««^  h"  ^s*r  ^U  t 

keep  two  principles  in  mind,  both  of  them 
tendmg  to  correct  the  crude  and  very  thouSht^ 

fe^"  sS'^^^e'^  r ^  this"^*" 
missmg  all  people  of  whom  taW^  told  Zl 

personal  because  aU  legendTlr^  K^^  k  *" 

l^tfVl.IJt2?^^  h«l  been  a  fool.  stUl 
stori~  iL^H*^  f  ^'"*-    That  fictitious 

«ome  aUow  that  marvellous  things  wer^o^ 
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Md  that  there  may  have  been  a  man  named 
Arthur  at  the  time  m  which  they  were  dSi^ 
♦iw  •  ^  «>  '«•  w  I  am  concerned,  the  cS- 
tinction  becomes  rather  dim.  Idonotund^ 
sUnd  the  attitude  which  holds  tStXSTwa; 
an  Ark  and  a  man  named  Noah,  but  Sot 
beheve  m  the  existence  of  Noah's  A^k 

aoilnilfi^     ''  fadt  to  be  remembered  is  that 
scientific  research  for  the  last  few  vphwi  Ko- 

W  ""^  «'»"P»t^  the  legends  of  the  popu" 
tace.    To  take  ody  the     obvious  insUmce 
modern  excavator,  w^th  modem  spadesZve 
found  a  spUd  stone  labyrinth  in  Crete   Uke 
that  associated  with  the  Minatour.  wW^  wS 

«-aimCTa.  To  most  people  this  would  Uve 
Memed  quite  as  frantic  as  finding  the  roots  of 
Jack^,  Beanstalk  or  the  skeletSnf  in^K.^ 

'iMJy.  a  truth  IS  to  be  remembered  which 
ST  yr  "  «membered  in  esti.^7th5 
I»st.  It  IS  the  paradox  that  the  nasi  is 
always  present:  yet  it  is  not  what  wS^bul 

ttdr  fafhrl?"^-  .y^  *<>  they  believe  of 

arTu^^  iL  ^  *^  ""***'  "*"  discoveries 
«!!i  ""  because  they  are  new.  We  mav 
find  men  wrong  in  whit  they  thou^t  Sev 
were,  but  we  cannot  find  them  wroS  ,S 

^^p^Slti^^.^"'!?''*-  It  "  th^rrfS^* 
v«y  practical  to  put  m  a  few  words,  if  possible. 


It 


j4^iwf  Bulofy  of  Ei^nd 


t^oBed  It.  whieh  «»  fe»  thew  men  h^ 
***"?  to'  the  cNMioa  ot  the  worirf^ 
*8«»h  of  Ariauithak.  o«e  dl  theUwfc^ 

!«««  voywes  «Mne  to  thatS  rf  StU 
«*wd»  *hich  Memed  tothe  J^  ^''aJf 

«  ttos  subset.    He  tame  np  udmi  tk»  wMti«M 

rfUhe  oM»l  recoRbU oBtd  Avaloo.  S^ 
tttag^nd.  «mi«  md  warmth  b  it,  mtOhad 
Mwdws,  or  somethinir  »  some  tost  r^m 
bjAhoa.  about  fZk  it  ^I^is^tE?*^ 

A  mystical  toaterialfcm  maffced  Ctofetiai*. 


The  Age  cf  Legendt 


n 


^fewnits  birth;  the  very  soul  of  it  was  a 
bj^  Amoiur  the  stoical  philoeofAies  and 
Sf^ij™*?^,*^*  weie  itefcSt  fowit 

n^urol  ft«edom  to  cure  concrete  mahwlies  Jbv 
c«2;rte  substances     Hence  the^SiSi^ 

*^t^My  bore  timgible  fragments  wh^ 
becaffl*  the  «rms  of  churches  Md  cities.  ^. 
*wwfh  earned  the  cup  which  held  the  winert^ 
J^t  Siw«r  and  the  blood  of  \h^S. 
^  to  that  shrine  in  Avalon  wWeh  we^i 
«ai  Glastonbury ;  and  it  became  the  heart  of  a 

^J^2f^  ^  ^T^  "^  romances.  «5 
^fwBl^  but  fer  Europe.    ThiWh^ 

catted  the  Holy  GnuK  The  vision  of  it  was 
^peciaUy  the  rewaid  of  that  ring  of  K,werf5 
gtoms  whom  King  ArthuTfeastST  a 
»Muid  Table,  a  symbol  of  heroic  comrade- 
ship such  as  was  afterwards  imitated™in- 

cuS*1Xk'"^»*  knighthood.  I^tb^ 
cup  and  the  Uble  are  of  vast  importa^ 
emblematically  in  the  psycholo^^fSK 
cluyalric  experiment.  The  idea  Ja  roimd 
table  ,s  not  merely  universality  but  ^JSuy 
It  has  m  It.  modified  of  course,  Q  other 
tendencies  to  differentiation,  tl^  same  id^ 
that  ex«ts  in  the  very  word  "pee^,^^%W^ 

Ro*nH ^??*^  ^'  Charlem.^r  In  SisIS 
Round  Table  is  as  Roman  as  the  round  aiS 
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wluch  might  abo  serve  as  a  type;  for  instead 

nlhT**^''!^***^^  "^  merely  roUed  onthe 
^rs,  ^e  kmg  was  lyther  the  keystone  of  an 
arch.  But  to  this  tradition  of  a  level  of 
wS"f^  T  "^^^  something  unearthly  that 
,wS^?r-*^,''*'*^*°/^*'*^«Privae|ethat 
wiT^k^  aU  Pnvileges;  the  gUmpse  of  Eeaven 
tW.r'^^'^'^V"?  capricious  asfaiiyhind; 

high^t  of  aU  Uie  heroes,  and  which  appeared  to 

li«S^  « ^*  ^"*  ^"'"/'y'  this  romance  esteb- 
hshed  Bntain  for  after  centuries  as  a  country 
w^^a  duvahous  past.  Britain  had  been  a 
mirror  of  umversaltni^hthood.  This  fact,  or 
ftm^r,  ,s  of  colossal  Import  in  aU  ensuLg 
affau^,  especially  the  a&irs  of  barbarians* 
T^^f^  i^umberlew  other  local  legends  are 
mdeed  for  us  buried  by  the  forests  of^opiUw 
;rT^**l**''\«~^^"tofthem.  ItwaU 
tHe  harder  for  the  serious  modern  mind  be- 

te  ^^^^^""^  ^^  ^^^^  with  them. 
Probably  the  rhyme  which  runs, 

*•  When  good  King  Arthur  ruled  this  Und 
He  WM  a  noble  King, 
He  stole  three  pecks  of  barley  meal." 

is  much  nearer  the  true  mediaeval  note  than 
theanstocraticstateliness  of  Tennyson.  But 
about  all  these  grotesques  of  the  popular  fancy 

there  is  one  last  thmg  to  be  remembered.    It 
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must  especiaUy  be  remembered  by  those  who 
would  JweU  exclusively  on  docio^^  ^d 
Uke  no  note  of  tradition  at  dT  \^ W  « 

^  the  old  wives' teles,  it  would  not  be  so  will 
as  the  errors  that  can  arise  from  trus^ 
to  written  evidence  when  there  is  not  enou^ 

fim  parts  of  our  history  would  go  into  a  smaU 
book.  A  very  few  details  are  mentioned,  and 
*C1  »'*.,fP*f«»?*-    A  fact  thus  stendbg 

thT:u'^^''t  ^^  ^^y  *>'  contempon^ 
thought  may  be  very  niuch  more  mislSS 

^..f y  ?*^le.    To  know  what  wordaS 

th-Ji.  K?*  ^f  °'^*'  S?y  P'***^"*^  a  result 
SSL  li**'*'*^  ™^*    T**'"»  'o'  instance,  it 

«S!:*  rV®*^  ^*1  "^ot  only  a  native  of  Col- 
^?^'*  *'"i7"  *  ^^•"^J'ter  of  old  King  Cole. 
But  It  would  not  be  very  unwise;  not^so  un^ 
wme  as  some  thmgs  that  are  deduced  fi^ 
documents     The  natives  of  Colchwter^^ 

have  had  a  kmg  named  Cole.    Accordi^to 

i«  iSL  u  *"*'"^  'i**T  ***«  «*"»**«  father  was 
^  mn-keeper;  and  Ae  only  recorded  action 

^llSl     n""^"  ,within  the  resources  of  that 
^llmg.    It  would  not  be  nearly  so  unwise  as 

riw.    *****  '"*"^  "**y  ^o,  that  the  natives  of 
Colchester  were  oysters. 


